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        Book Two of the Highlands Forever Series!

      

      

      Highland love is never fickle...

      

      Mairi Douglas’s daily life consists of digging up potatoes and turnips, of cleaning chamber pots, and making beds. And dreaming of a life with the young man she’s smitten with.

      

      Until the death of those dreams come about swiftly and painfully when said young man proves himself a faithless wretch.

      

      She sends a message out begging for her removal from the keep of Calan Stewart so that her heart can heal somewhere far away from the daily vision of the wretch’s infidelity.

      

      Elliott MacPherson, the laird’s cousin has been sent to Clan Stewart’s keep to deliver a message, but most assuredly not the message that Mairi Douglas is expecting. Unfortunately, he bears witness to Mairi’s humiliation which puts him on the wrong side of the sharp tongue of the short-fused redhaired beauty.

      

      To complicate matters, he’s to escort her away in the midst of intrigue and treachery while women are vanishing from the highlands without leaving so much as the tiniest of clues.
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      It was early one cool, crisp morning when a rider entered the keep of Calan Stewart and his family. The young man wore the tartan of Clan MacPherson, though what might once have been vibrant color was faded and travel-worn.

      It mattered not to Mairi Douglas, whose heart lodged itself firmly in her throat at the sight of the lad and his rolled piece of parchment.

      If only Olivia could have marked her message for Mairi’s eyes. Though that was not the manner in which such matters were settled. A request such as the one she hoped and prayed the lad was delivering from the MacPherson keep must be directed to the laird or his wife.

      Please, let Olivia have sent for me, she prayed silently as she went about the task of digging up potatoes and turnips from the kitchen garden. If the new bride of Boyd MacPherson had done as Mairi had begged, this might be one of the last times she would ever work in this particular garden.

      Her departure could not come a moment too soon.

      Days of weeping had left her eyes dry and sore, yet it seemed there was no end to the tears that insisted on flowing at the worst possible times. Such as while she carried platters from the kitchen to the table at which Calan Stewart took his meals. Or while emptying chamber pots. Never had it been her preferred chore, though it had never caused her to weep before.

      It was not her daily work that caused such sudden, painful rush of emotion.

      It was the deep, burning ache in her chest. The death of so many sweet dreams which had carried her through her days for longer than she could recall.

      A single tear leaked from the corner of one eye. She brushed it away with an impatient swipe. Tamhas had already earned more than enough tears, the faithless wretch.

      All around her, the normal morning work went on. Lasses carried baskets of eggs from the thatch-roofed coop where dozens of hens roosted. Their soft laughter might normally have brought a smile to Mairi’s lips. Now, she resented their happiness. They knew not what heartache meant, how one’s entire world could crumble thanks to thoughtless, heartless lads whose heads turned at the slightest distraction.

      Especially when a distraction possessed shining, golden hair and a comely shape beneath her kirtle. That shape would not appear so comely for much longer, though such changes were to be expected when a lass carried a bairn inside her.

      Bitter bile rose in Mairi’s throat. That was the way of it as of late. She either wept or burned with rage. There was nothing in between.

      Which was why she’d sent word to Olivia and begged to make her home with Clan MacPherson.

      Her pride still stung after making such a plea, but many sleepless nights spent staring out the small window above her meager bed had led her to only one solution. Only one escape. Surely, a friend who’d only recently suffered beneath the agony of thwarted love would understand. Especially when all had turned out well, and Olivia had married her love.

      Happiness wished to beget greater happiness, did it not? While there was no promise of Mairi finding happiness in the household of Boyd MacPherson, there was certainly better chance of it without Tamhas and the evidence of his changeable heart walking about the place.

      To whom would Olivia have written her message?

      Perhaps it was not Olivia at all who’d done it. Mairi’s hand closed around a potato, her fingers digging into the layer of dirt still coating the thing. It was cold and hard in her hand, which matched with the cold, hard pit in her stomach. Perhaps Boyd had intercepted her message and found her entirely brazen and ungrateful to his friends, the Stewarts. Perhaps he’d written Calan Stewart in a fury of rage, advising him to punish his impertinent serving lass.

      Try as she might, Mairi could not bring herself to imagine Calan exacting punishment. While he was a fearsome man, one whose patience could snap as suddenly and frighteningly as a bolt of lightning touching down from the heavens, he was not cruel. He would not bedevil a heartbroken lass.

      His wife, on the other hand…

      “Mairi! What ails ye?” Old Jean stood in the doorway leading into the keep’s large, hot kitchen. A blast of heat reached Mairi even across the garden, mixing with the morning’s cool air.

      Jean’s knowing eye fixed Mairi with a sharp look. “Be quick about it, lass. Dinna ye make a bed for yourself among the rows.”

      Mairi bit back an even sharper reply. Jean was an old woman, well past the age of recalling what it meant to give her heart to a man so faithless as to lie with another and give her his child. She could not possibly understand the pain, the humiliation.

      Humiliation, especially. Mairi had never been as shy as she might when it came to her feelings for Tamhas. She’d been taken with him from the moment he’d first crossed through the opening in the stone wall surrounding the Stewart keep, sent by his father in service of the laird the moment he’d reached the proper age.

      His shining hair the color of copper, his smile touchingly shy, his eyes the color of spring grass. He had struck her as brave, kind, true. Her heart had been his from the first, and all around her had known it.

      Now, she regretted gravely the gigglings, the whispers, the declarations to any and all who’d listen of her fancying Tamhas. For any who’d heard of it now knew she was not enough for her beloved. He’d so quickly strayed, just as soon as Calan Stewart had sent him off to collect rents from those who made their home on Stewart land.

      He had returned in a fortnight, and with a wife riding behind, a lovely young thing whose father had forced marriage upon them after finding them in an unseemly encounter. Within another fortnight, whispers spread of the lass being with child.

      And everyone knew how it pained Mairi, for she had taken no pains whatsoever to conceal her true feelings about the faithless wretch who she’d once considered noble and worthy of her love.

      Jean could never understand what it meant to have one’s heart so ill-used. If she did, she might take care not to speak so harshly.

      “Aye, I hear ye,” Mairi called out, trembling still at the notion of what the MacPherson rider might have brought. “I will be with ye in a moment.”

      “Make it half so long,” Jean grumbled, slamming the wooden door shut. Mairi rolled her eyes as she hoisted the basket, settling it on her hip. As if being quick about her work mattered in the least. As if anything mattered.

      She left the basket on the table just inside the door, brushing loose dirt from her hands before wiping the rest on her apron. The kitchen’s heat instantly drove away any lingering chill from the outdoors—a pity, that, as Mairi had never much appreciated the heat of so many fires blazing at once. Only during the deepest winter freeze.

      “The mistress is wishin’ to see ye.” Cairstine, who labored over the mending, passed through the room after likely having brought in a pile of work just completed. She filched a pair of apples, tucking them into her apron pockets among so many needles and other tools.

      “Thank ye,” Mairi whispered, though she felt anything but gratitude. This was it. The moment she’d waited for without knowing she waited for it ever since sending word to Olivia. There was no avoiding this if she wished to be rid of her torment.

      Though truly, she would have avoided this meeting with the mistress if at all possible.

      Only the notion of seeing Tamhas and his bride every day, of watching the lass grow round and full thanks to the new life inside her set Mairi’s feet in motion. If she remained with the Stewarts, her pain would never come to an end.

      Better to face acute pain now than to suffer it day after endless day for all her years to come.

      She crossed the kitchen, then walked the length of the corridor leading to the grand entry hall and up the stairs. Greer Stewart’s chambers were at the top of those stone stairs, and it was from that vast room that she conducted much of the household business.

      Including the taking on and dismissal of the lasses who tended the place.

      Mairi gathered her courage before raising a fist to rap on the door.

      “Come!” The command was loud, though this was no matter. Greer Stewart was loud by nature, her voice ever ringing through the keep. The woman possessed a tremendous amount of energy, vitality, stamina. The candle often burned in her window late into the night as she corresponded with neighbors and friends, yet she ever woke earlier than the cock which crowed the rest of the household awake.

      She was at her table now, a parchment unrolled before her. Deep lines furrowed her brow when she glanced up to find her visitor waiting. Shaking. Holding her breath.

      “Aye, ‘tis yourself,” Greer murmured, waving Mairi into her chambers. “Come. I have had a troubling message regarding ye, ‘tis true. I wonder if ye might assist me in making sense of it.”

      Mairi willed herself to cease shaking so, though all the force of her will did little good. She managed to lessen the shaking to mere trembling before asking, “What assistance might I provide?”

      “Ye might first tell me how Olivia MacPherson received word from ye, seeing as how I know ye canna read nor write.” Greer folded her arms beneath her ponderous bust, shrewd eyes looking Mairi up and down. “Truly, ‘tis a wonder.”

      “Not such a wonder,” Mairi whispered.

      “Nay? Tell me, then, how ye managed it.”

      She had not yet made up her mind how Greer Stewart regarded this situation. Was she angry? Disagreeable? Would she—horror of all conceivable horrors—refuse the request of a longtime friend of the Stewarts?

      She scuffed the stone floor with the toe of her soft boot. “Yer cousin, Jamesina, wrote for me.”

      “I might have known it,” Greer grumbled, shaking her head. “The pair of ye were thick as thieves during her visit. Ye managed to convince her to do yer work for ye, then?”

      “T’was no work—not for one skilled with their letters. The true work was in finding the courage to make such a request. And to explain why I had need of her skill.”

      “And why did ye, then?”

      Mairi nodded toward the parchment. “Is there nothing there which might explain my reason for sending word?”

      “Nay. Olivia MacPherson writes to ask whether I might find my way to sending ye to serve herself. The pair of ye became quite fine friends while she hid herself among us. She finds herself lacking without ye and wishes to be with ye again, and wonders if I might spare ye.”

      Olivia was as good as gold. The terrible tightness in Mairi’s chest loosened considerably, allowing her to breathe more easily. She’d done a fine thing, pretending to know nothing of Mairi’s heartache.

      “Do ye… believe ye might spare me?” she whispered, hardly able to believe it might be so simple and painless.

      And a good thing, too, as it was not meant to be so painless. “Why did ye send word to her, lass? This is what I canna ken. Have ye been ill-used here? Is that what ye told yer friend?”

      “Nay! Nay, ye have ever been kind and good to me, mistress. Yourself and all of the Stewarts. I have never known a moment’s misery due to yourself or the laird.”

      “Why, then? Why do ye wish to be rid of us?”

      “Tis not yourself I wish to be rid of!” It was a mistake, blurting that out. A mistake, too, to speak with such passion.

      Greer reeled back somewhat as if surprised.

      Yet it was not surprise at Mairi’s statement. Only surprise due to the manner in which it had been delivered. So much was clear from the knowing tilt of the mistress’s head, the pulling downward at the corners of her mouth. “I ken too well, lassie, though I didna wish to speak of it. Word has reached me of yer trouble.”

      Mairi had a distinct sense of shriveling under this knowledge. It was one matter for the household to know her pain, the girls with whom she’d shared so many whispered confidences, and quite another for the laird’s wife to be aware of her shame.

      That shame colored her cheeks. She lowered her gaze, unwilling and unable to meet Greer’s understanding eyes.

      “A faithless wretch, he is,” Greer sneered. “And a fool, at that. Not the first to have his head turned by a fast piece of baggage, ‘tis a fact. And ye are not the first to suffer a broken heart as a result. Truly, I feel for ye. At least in most instances, the lass in question is not forced to see her faithless lover and his bride each day.”

      “Perhaps ‘tis so,” Mairi murmured.

      “Little wonder Jamesina agreed to write Olivia on yer behalf. Her tender heart would sympathize with ye in an instant,” Greer sighed. “I can imagine it cost ye dearly, sharing the reason behind yer message.”

      “Indeed. Though she claimed to ken, and made haste to scratch out a few lines as I requested. She might have made it more difficult for me, yet she didna.”

      “Ye chose well, then. A clever girl, and quick to ken the hearts of those around her.”

      “Save one heart.” A single tear rolled down Mairi’s flushed cheek.

      “Aye. Save one.” Greer patted a stool near her chair, beckoning Mairi to sit. “Come. Let us speak of what yer friend has said here.”

      Mairi took a seat, ginger and hesitant still. She wished ever so that she might understand the letters inked across the parchment. Olivia, daughter of an English earl, had been far better educated than most young women. It seemed an entire world was outside Mairi’s reach, simply because she could not read or write.

      For all she knew, Olivia’s message had been entirely outside what Greer claimed it to be. For that matter, Jamesina had written something other than what Mairi had requested. Never before then had it occurred to her how much of her life relied upon the mercy, generosity and kindness of others.

      Greer turned her attention to the parchment. “She tells me of the laird’s cousin, Elliott MacPherson. He is riding out now and ought to reach our borders within another two or three days. He might fetch ye, take ye along with him as he makes his return.”

      A tiny flame flickered to life in Mairi’s chest. A flame of hope. “He might?” she whispered, hands clasped tight in her lap.

      “Aye, he might.” Greer’s eyes narrowed. “And ye would have him do so? Ye would leave of a sudden? Never to return?”

      “If ye believe ye might make do without me.”

      Greer’s laughter rang out, bouncing off the walls and floor. It was merry sound, so merry as to make it difficult not to laugh along with her. This was hardly the proper time to burst out laughing, however, which was all that held Mairi’s mouth closed.

      “Aye, I might make do without ye,” Greer chortled. “I ken ‘tis what ye desire more than anything else. To be rid of that Tamhas and his bride and their bairn. To start anew. I will not hold ye in place, lass, to suffer so.”

      They were the sweetest words to ever reach Mairi’s ears. She all but slid from the stool, her muscles gone liquid with relief. “Thank ye most kindly,” she breathed.

      “Dinna thank me just yet, lassie,” Greer warned, wiping tears of mirth from her cheeks. “Nay, not when ye must make yer ride with Elliott MacPherson himself.”

      “Why do ye say so?” Mairi asked, suspicious now.

      “Och, he could well be the most disagreeable man in all the Highlands,” Greer confided. “Unless the passing of time has changed his nature. The man would stake his life on the sky being brown if ye told him it was blue.”

      Was that all? Mairi waved this off in her mind. She could withstand anything, so long as it meant turning away from the pain of a broken heart and toward a future in which she need not fear turning a corner and coming face-to-face with the reason for that pain.

      Nothing could be as terrible as that.
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      If ever a man desired to be finished with a journey, it was the cousin to Laird MacPherson. The man who would never be laird in his own right, but who was good enough to oversee clan doings while his cousin rode hither and yon and managed to find a bride while doing so.

      Elliott MacPherson frowned to himself over this as he crested the final rise which overlooked the wide expanse of land belonging to Clan Stewart. Sunlight spread in a golden pool, slowly stretching its way over treetops, turning rivers which flowed in and out of sight while winding around woods and through valleys into sparkling, liquid light which nearly blinded the man who looked down upon it.

      Though for all the beauty of it, the majestic sight was lost upon the man seated astride a palfrey as black as night. All Elliott could think of just then was how much he longed to be finished with the errand upon which his cousin had sent him.

      Being cousin to a brotherless, heirless laird was a tiresome prospect, indeed. Elliott would never bear the title, nor the honor it bestowed upon its steward, yet he bore the brunt of the tedious, time-consuming tasks which the laird had not the capacity to perform.

      Such as riding out to visit the surrounding lands and their clans, spreading the word of disturbing reports from the Cairngorms. Reports of roaming bandits capturing lasses, then selling them into the service of cutthroats, men who would use them for ill purposes and discard them once their usefulness was at its end.

      He’d met more families than he could count on two hands. Families whose treasured daughters had vanished with little left behind but a torn bit of wool, a hair ribbon, a handkerchief. It was troubling, to be sure, yet he’d seen no proof of these bandits along his ride.

      Granted, this was not precisely a hardship. He was alone, after all, and though armed—and possessed of strength and skill—he was like as not little use once outnumbered. And nothing was as fierce as an outlaw who found his livelihood threatened.

      Men capable of spiriting away defenseless young women and performing any manner of indignities upon them were capable of anything.

      Even so, Elliott wished he might have set eyes on them. Only to take the measure of the men in question, to know who might be responsible for these troubling disappearances.

      There were signs of life within the castle walls of Clan Stewart. Smoke rose from chimneys, and from his high vantage point, Elliott spied horses being saddled for the morning patrol. He touched his heels to the flanks of his trusted mount and set off for the castle.

      With any fortune, Calan Stewart would offer a bed and a hot meal to his visitor. Never had the laird of Clan Stewart been known to turn away a visitor. His generosity was known throughout the Highlands. Never was that generosity more evident than while in the presence of a trusted friend such as one from Clan MacPherson.

      It would be fine indeed to rest his head indoors after countless nights spent beneath the open sky. Never was he one to shy away from sleeping in the out of doors, but muscles and joints already strained after more than a fortnight spent in the saddle were hardly grateful for the opportunity to lie upon cold, hard ground with little more than a blanket to cushion them.

      “And ye might enjoy spending yer evening beneath the roof of the stables,” he murmured, patting the neck of his palfrey. “With no shortage of oats and what have ye.” The horse made a sort of snuffling noise which Elliott took for enthusiastic agreement.

      He’d ever found it easier to understand animals than people, and they understood him.

      “Halt there!” The voice of a Stewart man greeted Elliott before a pair of riders emerged from the tall heather. “Who are ye, and what bring ye to the land of Clan Stewart?”

      He took in the measure of these two men—little more than lads, truly, neither of them appearing old enough to shave their fresh, shining faces. With youth came eagerness to prove oneself. Were they to suspect the stranger before them possessed ill intentions, they’d fall over themselves for the chance to prove their loyalty to Calan Stewart and their clan.

      He forced a smile. It was a mistake, thinking along those lines, for he knew too well how most of his thinking reflected itself on his face. He’d ever had difficulty concealing his inner thoughts, be they pleasant or otherwise.

      And he was never skilled at pretending to be anything other than what he was.

      “Ye stand before none other than Elliott MacPherson,” he announced with great confidence, tossing back his head hard enough to nearly knock loose the tam o’shanter perched there. “Eldest cousin of Laird Boyd MacPherson.”

      The stern expression of the pair before him melted into recognition and relief. “Aye, ye are expected,” one of them grunted.

      This gave Elliott pause. “I am, then? And why would I be?”

      As if the lads would know. It was no surprise when they exchanged a look of utter confusion.

      Expected? He pondered this once the lads had allowed him to continue on his way. Expected, was it? Had word reached this far of his travels? And why would it, then? Unless there had been trouble.

      There had not been. At least, not the sort he’d imagined.

      “There ye ride!” Greer Stewart hurried from the keep upon his riding through the castle walls. “We’d expected ye before now. What kept ye?”

      “Kept me?” The woman had not so much as welcomed him, though he expected little welcome from the likes of the woman before him. She had a sharp, commanding way to her. He liked that; never had he enjoyed the company of they who would behave one way while thinking in another.

      Nor had he ever overmuch liked women who shrank back while in the presence of a man.

      Even so, the shove Greer bestowed upon him bordered on abuse. “The lass has been waitin’ for ye, ye clod!”

      “Lass?” Elliott scratched his head. “What are ye on about?”

      She fell back a step. “Dinna ye know who ye are meant to accompany her to yer home, lad?”

      He was not a lad, nor had he been for a number of years. There were a scant few people alive who could get away with referring to him in such a manner. Something told him after years of knowing Greer Stewart as a neighbor that he would deeply regret speaking his mind.

      Instead, he scowled. “Nay, I dinna ken what ye mean. There is a lass in need of my—”

      She threw her hands into the air, as if there was nothing so daft as a man. “Ye are to accompany her to yer cousin’s keep, Elliott MacPherson. She is to live there in service of the laird’s bride. And I was told ye would escort the lass when ye passed through to yer clan’s land.”

      “How was I to know of this?” he blustered, both embarrassed at having been caught unawares and frustrated with his cousin.

      “They were to send word to ye, that ye might know ye would be taking her along with ye. With all the trouble as of late, neither Boyd nor we wished to send her alone, and we canna spare the men as of now, for they roam the village and land surrounding at all times, stopping only to sleep, and only once another has come to relieve them.”

      As she spoke, Greer moved. She gathered up her many skirts and stormed her way across the courtyard before the keep. There was little to be done but to follow, foolish though he felt as he trailed behind a woman.

      “Is Calan about the place? I’d come to speak of the trouble, at that.”

      “Aye, ye might find him somewhere about the place, either in his study or with the lads training in the yard.” She turned, stopping abruptly enough that it took a tremendous show of control to keep from falling into her. “Ye look a fright, lad. If we are to have a proper feast this evening to celebrate yer arrival—”

      “A what?” he sputtered. His bed was so close. His chambers. Peace, blessed silence for an hour or two. Silence was a rare commodity indeed beneath the roof of the Stewart keep.

      “I have already given word to the lasses, that they might prepare,” she assured him with a wave of her hand. “Tis nothing. Ye ken my husband, however, and he is not to be refused. Ye shall be our guest on this evening, and ye might spend yer night here. The lass shall need the chance to gather her things and make her farewells. Tis only right to give her the chance.”

      He was surprised by the presence of a redhaired lass who seemed to have appeared from the very air itself. She stood behind Greer, perhaps having taken note of their presence at the foot of the stairs. Perhaps wondering if they were discussing her.

      Elliott locked eyes with her for a moment, finding hers the color of a summer sky—so pale blue as to almost appear white.

      Greer took note of the direction his attention took and glanced over her shoulder. “Och, Mairi. We were only now speaking of ye. The laird will wish to have a feast in Elliott MacPherson’s honor, and the pair of ye might be off before the sun rises on the morrow.”

      The lass went the color of milk. “I had hoped… that is, after waitin’ this many days…”

      “My apologies if I didna appear when ye wished,” Elliott grumbled. “There were matters to be attended to, ye ken. And further apologies if I could not be expected to hasten my journey that my new cousin might have her lady’s maid by her side that much sooner.”

      “I dinna overmuch like yer tone, Elliott MacPherson,” Greer cautioned before turning to the lass. Mairi, she’d been called. “As for ye, lassie, t’was ye I was thinking of. If ye are in such a great haste to be rid of us—”

      “Nay, nay,” Mairi mumbled, shaking her head until dark curls slid from her braid. “Forgive me, I implore ye. We might be on our way when ‘tis best for all.”

      There was a deep, sullen note in the lass’s voice. She was eager to get away.

      For a moment, Elliott asked himself if all was well within the castle walls. He’d never heard tell of a lass being ill-used by the laird—not ever—nor by any of his men saving the one they’d called Alec. The man who had fallen at the hand of an Englishman intent on spiriting Olivia out of Scotland. He’d been a difficult sort, according to rumor, the type who would corner a lass and have his way with her as a matter of sport.

      He was past the point where he might be a danger to any lass, naturally.

      “Get on with yer work, then,” Greer sighed, dismissing the lass. She then turned back to Elliott. “And as for ye, get yer filthy hide into a hot bath. I shall send lads up to yer room with hot water for the bathing tub.”

      “I thank ye,” he replied, unable and unwilling to offer further argument. There was no need to, and no reason. The woman would listen to no one once she’d set her mind upon a course.

      Mairi, meanwhile, bobbed a quick curtsy before scurrying away.

      But not before looking back at Elliott over her shoulder. He’d never seen a pair of eyes smolder with hatred as hers did.

      At least the ride home was a short one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Mairi knew now that she was a fool to believe she understood true misery before this night.

      Carrying tray after tray out to the hall, where the laird and his lady and the guardsmen who’d be given the evening’s leave that they might feast were gathered around long tables. Waiting for orders. Pretending to feel… pleasant. Obliging.

      When truly, it mattered not. None of it mattered a bit. She would be finished with his place and all who lived inside its walls by morning.

      Yet as of this evening, she was still a Stewart serving lass. Still obliged to do as she was told.

      And that vile, smirking thing sitting at the head table, drinking and dining at the laird’s left hand. This Elliott MacPherson who had the gall to take an insolent tone after he was the one who’d kept her and the household waiting several days longer than they’d been assured.

      There he was, enjoying every moment of the feast held to honor him, as if he were one deserving of the honor. Another man believing himself worthy of airs and graces, who thought nothing of bedeviling a stranger. A lass with no power and no wealth, whose very survival depended upon his generosity.

      Indeed, word had spread in the last several days of the men who’d prowled villages, farms and castles throughout the Highlands in search of lasses they might use to enrich themselves.

      And her family, living outside the Stewart village, was one such family spending this evening without the added benefit of guardsmen to protect them. Dear Cora and Iona, her twin sisters, would likely enjoy little sleep. Both of them were possessed of vivid imaginations. At least, that was how Mairi recalled them after five years in the service of Calan and Greer Stewart.

      “By all means, we must feast to the laird’s cousin,” she muttered to herself, lingering in the shadows. “Little mind to those fearful of having their daughters and sisters stolen from them in the night. It matters not, does it? For the cousin of Laird MacPherson must be praised.”

      No one heard her. Even if one of the kitchen lasses had been nearby, there was little chance of Mairi being understood with explosions of drunken laughter overpowering every word. If she’d screamed, she might not be heard.

      As it was, she was alone. Alone in her misery, alone in her haste to be through with this place. Across the hall walked Ainsley, filling the cups of men who held them aloft. Ainsley who’d tempted Tamhas. Ainsley who was fortunate to carry a bairn within her, for otherwise there was no telling what Mairi might have done.

      Elliott laughed heartily at something which Calan had murmured close to his ear. Yes, he could enjoy himself. His dark eyes were full of light and life, his countenance much improved by the bathing and shaving of his whiskers which had taken place earlier in
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